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(57) ABSTRACT

A fuel cell including at least two stacks of electrochemical
cells, a heat management system including a circuit for flow-
ing a coolant into each of the stacks fed in parallel, and an
outside circuit for flowing the coolant outside the stacks. The
outside circuit includes a first subcircuit including a heat
exchanger and a second subcircuit directly connected to an
inlet of the inside circuit, and controlling valves for control-
ling flow of the coolant toward either or both subcircuits as a
function of temperature of the coolant at an output of each of
the stacks. The second outside subcircuit includes a mecha-
nism increasing its head loss such that it is close or equal to
that of the first outside subcircuit.

14 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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FUEL CELL WITH IMPROVED THERMAL
MANAGEMENT

TECHNICAL FIELD AND PRIOR ART

The present invention relates to a fuel cell with improved
heat management.

A fuel cell, to deliver electricity, is supplied with fuel gas,
for example hydrogen in the case of a cell of the proton
exchange membrane fuel cell (PEMFC) type, and in oxidiz-
ing gas, for example air or oxygen.

The operation of the fuel cell also results in generating heat
energy.

A fuel cell comprises a stack of electrochemical cells, each
cell comprising an anode and a cathode. The cells are kept
compressed against each other by end plates connected by tie
rods.

A circuit is provided to supply reactive gases in cells. On
the other hand, the electrochemical efficiency of the fuel cell
is dependent on the temperature within the cell because of the
very nature of the materials used. Consequently, this tempera-
ture should be monitored in order not to exceed 80° C. and to
obtain the highest possible efficiency. Indeed, if the operating
temperature is too low, the best operating efficiency of the fuel
cell cannot be achieved, and if the fuel cell undergoes too high
atemperature rise, the materials making up the fuel cell canbe
damaged. The optimum temperature range is 65° C. 10 75° C.

As previously explained, the fuel cell generates heat during
operation thereof. This heat should be generally removed to
restrict the temperature rise within the fuel cell. For that
purpose, a heat management circuit is provided to flow a
coolant through the cells. The circuit comprises a first part
passing through the stack of cells, called inside circuit and a
part outside the stack, called outside circuit. The flow rate and
temperature of the coolant are controlled. The outside circuit
comprises two subcircuits, a subcircuit provided with a heat
exchanger in order to cool the coolant and a subcircuit
directly bringing the coolant back into the inlet of the inside
circuit wherein the coolant is not or hardly cooled.

When the temperature of the coolant is higher than a given
threshold, all or part of the coolant is sent into the subcircuit
provided with the heat exchanger in order to be cooled by
passing through the heat exchanger.

In order to manage the temperature of the fuel cell, valves
are directly implanted at the outlet of each cell and are con-
trolled as a function of the coolant temperature. In the case of
a PEMFC fuel cell: when the fluid has a temperature higher
than 75° C., the entire fluid is directed towards the first cool-
ing subcircuit comprising a heat exchanger. When the fluid
reaches a temperature between 65° C. and 75° C., part of this
fluid is deviated to the second subcircuit directly bringing the
coolant back into the inlet of the inside circuit and the first
short-circuit provided with the heat exchanger, the short-
circuited fraction being all the greater that the temperature is
close to 65° C. For fluid temperatures lower than 65° C., the
entire flow rate is directly short-circuited towards the inlet of
the stacks.

On cells having high electric powers, in the order of a few
tens of kW, several stacks of bipolar plates hydraulically
connected in parallel are made to restrict the overall height
space and restrict head losses in the distribution of the cool-
ant, oxidizing and fuel fluids, as well as to lower the electrical
voltage level of the cell.

In the case of a cell comprising at least a first and a second
stack supplied with coolant in parallel, each stack being
equipped with a valve in order to control its temperature, if the
first stack warms up more quickly than the second one, the
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valve opens to the first cooling subcircuit provided with the
heat exchanger. But the head loss increases because of the
passage through the heat exchanger. Consequently, the flow
rate of coolant in the first stack decreases, which reduces heat
removed from the first stack. However, since the total flow
rate provided by the pump remains identical, the flow rate in
the second coolant increases, which causes an increase in the
heat exchange in the second stack, and thus a decrease in the
temperature of the second stack. The first stack, which was
initially hot, further heats up and the second stack, which was
initially cooler, is further cooled. Then, there occurs an ampli-
fication of the heat imbalance between both stacks, which can
compromise the integrity of the electrochemical membranes
of the hottest stack.

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION

It is therefore an goal of the present invention to provide a
fuel cell comprising at least two stacks of cells wherein a heat
imbalance between the stacks is avoided, or at least reduced.

The goal of the present invention is achieved by a fuel cell
comprising at least two stacks of cells and a heat management
system comprising an inside circuit for flowing a coolant into
the stack, and an outside circuit, formed by a first subcircuit
provided with a heat exchanger and a second subcircuit
directly bringing the coolant back into the inlet of the inside
circuit through which a coolant circuit passes and valves
located at the outlet of the inside subcircuits and controlling
the flow of the coolant in either or both outside subcircuits.
The cell also comprises means for ensuring a close or equal
head loss between both outside subcircuits.

By “close or equal head losses” in the present application,
it is meant head losses whose deviation related to a head loss
target value is 20% at most, which efficiently enables an
imbalance between both stacks to be avoided.

Advantageously, the head loss is increased in the second
outside subcircuit. For this, the flow in the second subcircuit
is deteriorated, however surprisingly, this deteriorated flow
has a favourable effect on the general operation of the cell.

Preferably, means for increasing this head loss are pro-
vided in the valves at the connection to the second outside
subcircuit. For example, it is a diaphragm reducing the cool-
ant flow cross-section.

Very advantageously, the valves are thermostatic valves,
which simplifies the heat management of the cell.

Also very advantageously, each valve of a stack is located
in one of the end plates of the stack, which enables the axial
overall space of the cell to be reduced.

The subject-matter of the present invention is therefore a
fuel cell comprising at least two stacks of electrochemical
cells and end plates applying a tightening strain to the stacks
of electrochemical cells, a heat management system formed
by a circuit for flowing a coolant into each of the stacks, called
the inside circuit, both stacks being connected in parallel, and
by a circuit for flowing the coolant outside the stacks, called
the outside circuit, the outside circuit comprising a first sub-
circuit provided with a heat exchanger and a second subcir-
cuit directly connected to the inlet of the inside circuit,
devices for controlling the flow of the coolant to either or both
subcircuits as a function of the temperature of said coolant at
the output of each of the stacks, said heat management system
comprising means for ensuring that the first outside subcircuit
and the second outside subcircuit have close or identical head
losses.
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Preferably, the means for generating a head loss close or
equal to that generated by the heat exchanger in the first
outside subcircuit are provided in the second outside subcir-
cuit.

Preferably, each stack comprises means for generating a
head loss.

Advantageously, the means for generating a head loss are
provided in the controlling devices.

In a particularly advantageous example, the means for
generating a head loss are formed by a reduced cross-section
passage section forming a diaphragm. The reduced cross-
section passage section can be made as one piece with atip for
connecting at least one controlling device to the second out-
side subcircuit. Alternatively, the reduced cross-section pas-
sage section can be formed by a drilled plate mounted in at
least one controlling device.

Advantageously, at least one of the controlling devices is
integrated in an end plate.

Preferably, at least one of the controlling devices is a ther-
mostatic valve.

The fuel cell is for example a PEMFC cell.

A subject-matter of the present invention is also a method
for making a fuel cell according to the invention, comprising
the steps of:

a) determining the head loss generated by the heat
exchanger;

b) moditying the first and/or second outside subcircuit for
the head losses in both subcircuits to be close or identical.

Step b) can comprise the substep of selecting means to be
introduced in the second subcircuit to generate a head loss
close or identical to that of the heat exchanger. During step b),
for example the dimensions of the diaphragm are determined.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention will be better understood using the
following description and the appending drawings wherein:

FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of a cell according to
the present invention wherein the circuits for flowing the
coolant are represented,

FIGS. 2A and 2B are cross-section views of an embodi-
ment of a thermostatic valve that can be implemented in the
cell of the present invention in two different states,

FIG. 3 is a cross-section view of another exemplary
embodiment of a thermostatic valve that can be implemented
in the cell of the present invention.

DETAILED DISCLOSURE OF PARTICULAR
EMBODIMENTS

In FIG. 1, there can be seen a schematic representation of a
fuel cell 2 equipped with a heat control system 4.

The fuel cell 2 comprises two stacks 6, 7 of electrochemical
cells comprised of bipolar plates and ion exchange mem-
branes alternately provided, and downstream 8 and upstream
9 end plates on either side of the stacks.

The end plates 8, 9 exert a compressive strain onto the
stacks 6, 7 to ensure an electrical conduction evenly distrib-
uted throughout the surface of the elements making up the
cells. In the example represented, the cell comprises an
upstream end plate common to both stacks, but they could be
separated. The downstream end plates could also be replaced
by a common plate.

Besides, the supply of cells with reactive fluid, for example
hydrogen on the one hand and oxygen on the other hand, is
made through either or both end plates 8, 9. The end plate(s)
comprise(s) supply and discharge ports connected both to a
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circuit within the stacks, and to a supply and recovery circuit
(not represented). The tightening strain applied to the end
plates 8, 9 also ensures a good tightness to reactive gases.

The heat control system 4 comprises a circuit for flowing
the coolant a part 10 of which allows a flow within the stacks
6, 7 and another part 12 of which allows a flow outside the
stacks 6, 7.

The flow circuits pass through the end plates 8, 9.

The part 10 of the flow circuit within the stacks 6, 7, called
inside circuit, is for example directly made in the cells.

The tightening strain applied by the end plates 8, 9 also
ensures a good tightness to the coolant.

The flow circuit comprises a flow pump P to ensure the flow
of coolant into the stacks and outside them.

The inside circuit 10 comprises two inside subcircuits 10.1,
10.2, each passing through a stack, fed in parallel by the pump
P.

The part 12 of the circuit outside the stacks, called outside
circuit 12, comprises two flow subcircuits 12.1,12.2. The first
subcircuit 12.1 comprises a heat exchanger 14 to enable the
coolant to exchange heat with the outside environment, for
example to give off heat to the outside. But it could be con-
templated that it takes up heat from the outside environment.

The second subcircuit 12.2 is intended to allow a flow of
coolant back into the stacks without passing through the
exchanger. This second subcircuit 12.2 is thus hydraulically
connected in parallel with the first subcircuit 12.1 and enables
the fluid flow to be avoided in the first subcircuit 12.1.

The coolant flow in either of the subcircuits 12.1, 12.2 is
achieved by means of controlling devices such as three-way
valves 16, 17.

The first stack is connected to the first subcircuit and to the
second subcircuit through the three-way valve 16 and the
second stack is connected to the first subcircuit and to the
second subcircuit through the three-way valve 17.

The second subcircuit comprises a common flow portion
18 wherein the coolants of both stacks are mixed and
upstream 20 and downstream 22 portions connecting each of
the inside circuits of the stacks to the common portion 18.

Each controlling valve 16, 17 comprises an inlet 16.1,17.1
connected to the outlet of the outside circuit 10 and two
outlets 16.2, 16.3, 17.2, 17.3 connected to the inlets of the
subcircuits 12.1, 12.2 and ensures the passage of all or part of
the coolant fluid in either of the subcircuits 12.1, 12.2.

The three-way valves 16, 17 are controlled as a function of
the temperature of the coolant passing through the stacks. The
coolant flowing in either of the stacks is sent into the first
and/or second subcircuits depending on its temperature.

For example, the controlling valves 16, 17 can be three-
way valves slaved to a temperature measurement of the cool-
ant fluid, for example by means of a temperature probe dipped
into the coolant fluid and an electronic unit controlling the
state of the valves.

Particularly advantageously, the controlling valves 16, 17
are thermostatic valves the state of which is directly con-
trolled by the coolant fluid, more particularly the coolant fluid
temperature, without requiring further means, for example of
the electronic type. It is reminded that a thermostatic valve is
avalve comprising an element having a high expansion coef-
ficient which expands or contracts depending on the tempera-
ture of the fluid surrounding it by relieving or obstructing
coolant fluid passage ports. In the particular case of a three-
way valve, the element having a high expansion coefficient
either completely obstructs one of the three ways, or partially
two of the three ways. Besides increased reliability and
robustness of controlling the valve, a further saving of space
is achieved.
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Also very advantageously, one or both controlling valves
16, 17 is/are provided inside the downstream end plate(s) 9.
This integration enables the overall space of the heat control
system to be reduced. Indeed, the end plates have generally
some thickness in order to ensure the tightening of the cells.

The heat management circuit comprises means 24 ensuring
that the head loss of the first subcircuit and that of the second
subcircuit are close or equal. It is attempted that the values of
head loss in both subcircuits as close as possible, i.e. that a
deviation between the two head losses related to the target
value is equal to or lower than 20%.

Preferentially, the second subcircuit comprises means 24
for increasing its head loss such that its head loss is close or
equal to that of the first outside subcircuit, the head loss of the
first outside subcircuit being mostly due to the heat
exchanger.

Preferably, these means can be a diaphragm forming an
abrupt narrowing immediately followed by an abrupt widen-
ing, in 1 or 2 mm flow in the second outside subcircuit, i.e. a
circular hole made in a plate having a low thickness, with a
reduced diameter with respect to that of the duct wherein it is
installed. The diaphragm has the advantage of being able to be
easily integrated and its sizing is well known to the literature
in the field of flows. Furthermore, a diaphragm is very com-
pact.

Generally, any means increasing fluid friction on the walls
which surround it can be suitable for forming the means 24 for
increasing the head loss. Consequently, any means able to
create a head loss is likely to be suitable whether it is a
cross-section change (for example a throttle or an abrupt
enlargement of the passage cross-section), a change of direc-
tion (for example as short as possible bends), or a great length
of piping.

Preferably, this passage throttle is directly formed in the
outlet of the control valves to the second outside subcircuit,
thus simplifying the manufacture of the cell.

In FIGS. 2A and 2B, an advantageous exemplary embodi-
ment of a thermostatic valve 16 comprising such a reduced
cross-section passage section 24 can be seen. In this example,
the reduced cross-section passage section 24 is formed at the
end of the tip 26 for connecting the outlet of the valve to the
second outside subcircuit 12.2. This reduced cross-section is
formed as a single piece with the tip 26. This exemplary
embodiment has the advantage not to require a further part,
the addition of this reduced cross-section has therefore no
incidence on mounting the control valve and its placement
into the circuit.

InFIG. 2A, the thermostatic valve ensures the coolant flow
only to the first outside subcircuit provided with the heat
exchanger, a seal 32 closing the passage to the first outside
subcircuit 12.1. The coolant has then a temperature higher
than a given threshold, for example in the order of 75° C. in
the case of a PEMFC type fuel cell.

In FIG. 2B, the thermostatic valve ensures the coolant flow
only to the second outside subcircuit 12.2, a seal 34 closing
the passage to the second subcircuit. The coolant then has a
temperature lower than a given threshold, for example in the
order of 65° C. in the case of a PEMFC type fuel cell.

In FIG. 3, another exemplary embodiment of a control
valve 16' wherein the reduced cross-section passage section is
achieved by adding a drilled plate 28 inside the valve can be
seen. For example, the washer 28 is introduced upstream of
the outlet connector of the valve to the second subcircuit.
Advantageously, the drilled plate 28 is clamped between the
body 30 of the valve and the connecting tip 26, which allows
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arelatively simple support. The valve 16', represented in FIG.
3, is in a state of sealing the flow to the first outside subcircuit
12.1, by a seal 34"

The arrangement of the means ensuring the head loss in the
control valve is in no way restricting, it can be contemplated
that they are provided in both downstream portions of the
second outside subcircuit, in both upstream portions of the
second outside subcircuit, one in an upstream portion of a
stack and the other in the downstream portion of the other
stack.

Further, the means generating the head loss in the valves
are not necessarily identical for both stacks.

In the cell schematically represented in FIG. 1, the control
valves are integrated in the downstream end plate, which
enables the overall space of the cell to be reduced. Further-
more, the head loss means are directly made in the valves,
which enables the overall space to be further reduced. More-
over, in the case of thermostatic valves, the heat management
of'the cell is automatic, particularly simple and requires nei-
ther control nor outside measurement.

The operation of the cell according to the invention will
now be described briefly.

During an operation of the cell, the coolant flows into both
stacks in the cell in order to extract therefrom heat generated
by the operation of the cells. The coolant flows in the inside
circuit and is directed to the first outside subcircuit 12.1
and/or to the second outside subcircuit 12.2 by the control
valves 16, 17 as a function of the temperature of each of the
coolants flowing in each of the stacks 6, 7.

For example, if the temperature of the coolant coming out
of a stack is lower than 65° C., the coolant is sent into the
second subcircuit 12.2 to be directly sent back into the stacks
without giving off heat via the heat exchanger 14. If the
temperature of the coolant in the first stack 6 is higher than
75° C., the control valve 16 sends the entire coolant into the
first outside subcircuit 12.1 so that it can be cooled.

When the coolant has a temperature between 65° C. and
75° C., the control valve 16 sends part of the coolant into the
first outside subcircuit 12.1 and the other part of the coolant
into the second outside subcircuit 12.2.

Let us consider the case where the first stack 6 warms up
more than the second stack 7 and where the temperature of the
coolant coming out of the first stack 6 is higher than 75° C.
and the temperature of the coolant coming out of the second
stack 7 is lower than 65° C. The first valve 16 sends the entire
coolant coming out of the first stack 6 into the first outside
subcircuit 12.1 provided with the heat exchanger 17, the
second valve 17 sends the coolant coming out of the second
stack 7 into the second outside subcircuit 12.2. The first
subcircuit 12.1 experiences some head loss due to the pres-
ence of the heat exchanger 14 and the second subcircuit 12.2
experiences some head loss due to the diaphragm 24, the
diaphragm 24 is selected such that both head losses are close,
or even identical. The coolant flow rates in both subcircuits
12.1, 12.2 are then very close, or even identical, the amounts
of coolant flowing into both stacks 6, 7 are then substantially
identical, which ensures a balanced cooling between both
stacks 6, 7.

An exemplary method for making a heat management cir-
cuit according to the invention will now be described.

The manufacturing method comprises a step of determin-
ing the head loss to be caused in the second outside subcircuit.

The case where the head loss to be caused is obtained by
means of a diaphragm is considered.

The head loss of the first outside subcircuit provided with
the exchanger is first determined. This head loss can be
divided into two parts: a so-called “singular” part, corre-
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sponding to the resistance of the fluid passage caused by all
the “geometrical” changes in the fluid passage cross-section,
and a so-called “regular” part corresponding to the frictions
along the walls of the passage cross-sections.

Both these head loss coefficients (regular and singular)
enable identical head losses to be obtained in the outside
subcircuits of the circuit.

The head loss can be written as:

DP=(kyogtK s10) V>

The singular head loss to be added at the outlet of the
control valve to the second subcircuit can be calculated the
following way:

Vipstream

Supsirean ]2_
2g

-
Sdiaphragm

Where S, ..., represents the fluid passage cross-section
upstream of the diaphragm, S, ,;,,uen» the diaphragm pas-
sage cross-section, V..., the fluid rate upstream of the
diaphragm, g, the acceleration of gravity, and AH, the head
loss brought about by the diaphragm (in metres of Water
Column mWC).

In the case of a fuel cell having a power of about 15 kW, the
coolant flow of which, for example glycoled water, is equal to
about 7 kg/s.

The head loss to be generated is 150 mbar for a fluid flow
rate of 2.5 m3/h.

For the calculation, it is determined that the diaphragm to
be used to generate such a head loss has a diameter of 6.9 mm,
for an upstream diameter of 22.6 mm.

Alternatively, it can be contemplated to decrease the head
loss in the first subcircuit by pressurizing it, for example by
integrating a pump type device . . . . It can also be contem-
plated to increase the head loss in the second subcircuit and to
decrease it in the first subcircuit.

The present invention is applicable to cells comprising
more than two stacks.

By virtue of the invention, the non heat imbalance between
different stacks in parallel of the cell is ensured, in a very
simple way and without causing an increase in the overall
space of the heat management system and thus of the cell.

The invention claimed is:

1. A fuel cell, comprising:

at least two stacks of electrochemical cells and end plates
configured to apply a tightening strain to the at least two
stacks of electrochemical cells; and

aheat management system including an inside circuit con-
figured for flowing a coolant into each of the at least two
stacks, both of the at least two stacks being connected in
parallel, and an outside circuit configured for flowing the
coolant outside the at least two stacks,

the outside circuit comprising a first subcircuit including a
heat exchanger and a second subcircuit directly con-
nected to an inlet of the inside circuit, and devices con-
figured to control flow of the coolant to either or both of
the first and second subcircuits as a function of tempera-
ture of the coolant at an output of each stack of the at
least two stacks, and

the heat management system further including a device
configured to ensure that head losses of the first outside
subcircuit and the second outside subcircuit have a
deviation of 20% or less compared to a predetermined
value.
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2. The fuel cell according to claim 1, wherein the device
configured to ensure that head losses of the first outside sub-
circuit and the second outside subcircuit have the deviation of
20% or less compared to the predetermined value, further
comprises a generator, provided in the second outside subcir-
cuit, of a head loss within the deviation of 20% or less than
that generated by the heat ex hanger in the first outside sub-
circuit.

3. The fuel cell according to claim 2, wherein each stack of
the at least two stacks comprises a head loss generator.

4. The fuel cell according to claim 3, wherein the head loss
generator in said each stack is provided in the devices con-
figured to control flow of the coolant.

5. The fuel cell according to claim 3, wherein the head
generator in said each stack is formed by a reduced cross-
section passage section forming a diaphragm.

6. The fuel cell according to claim 4, wherein the head loss
generator in said each stack is formed by a reduced cross-
section passage section forming a diaphragm.

7. The fuel cell according to claim 5, wherein the reduced
cross-section passage section is one piece with a tip config-
ured to connect the second outside subcircuit to at least one
device configured to control flow of coolant.

8. The fuel cell according to claim 5, wherein the reduced
cross-section passage section is a drilled plate mounted in at
least one device configured to control flow of coolant.

9. The fuel cell according to claim 1, wherein at least one of
the devices configured to control flow of coolant is integrated
in an end plate.

10. The fuel cell according to claim 1, wherein at least one
of the devices configured to control flow of coolant is a
thermostatic valve.

11. The fuel cell according to claim 1, being a proton
exchange membrane fuel cell(PEMFC).

12. A method for optimizing operation of a fuel cell

the fuel cell comprising:

at least two stacks of electrochemical cells and end
plates configured to apply a tightening strain to the at
least two stacks of electrochemical cells; and

a heat management system including an inside circuit
configured for flowing a coolant into each of the at
least two stacks, both of the at least two stacks being
connected in parallel, and an outside circuit config-
ured for flowing the coolant outside the at least two
stacks, and

the outside circuit comprising a first subcircuit including
a heat exchanger and a second subcircuit directly
connected to an inlet of the inside circuit, and devices
configured to control flow of the coolant to either or
both of the first and second subcircuits as a function of
temperature of the coolant at an output of each stack
of the at least two stacks;

the method comprising:

a) determining head loss generated by the heat exchanger;

and

b) modifying, by the heat management system at least one

of the first outside subcircuit and the second outside
subcircuit so that the head losses of the first and second
subcircuits deviate by 20% or less compared to a prede-
termined value.

13. The method for optimizing operation of the fuel cell
according to claim 12, wherein the b) modifying comprises
introducing a selecting means in the second subcircuit to
generate a head loss substantially identical to that of the heat
exchanger.
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14. The method for optimizing operation of the fuel cell
according to claim 13, wherein during the b) moditying,
dimensions of a diaphragm are determined.

#* #* #* #* #*
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